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Cavlier Treatment a columnThe 
S w o r d  o f E th a n d u n e
Lee Speth
A kingdom s e t  f r e e  in  a ru sh  o f  v a u lt in g  
im a g es , one man s ta n d in g  a g a in s t  h i s  f a t e  and 
h e a t in g  i t  down, d e s t r u c t io n  con fu sed  and 
ro u ted  "by c e r t a in t y  s ta n d in g  up and p ro c la im — 
in g  i t s e l f .  A l l  th e s e  and more have b een  p u t  
t o  rhyme i n  The B a lla d  o f  th e  W hite H o rse ,
G.K. C h e s te r to n 's  most a m b itio u s  l i t e r a r y  un­
d e r ta k in g .
T h is  lo n g  poem, a m ed iev a l p a s t ic h e  in  
e ig h t  "books", was one o f  th e  few works th a t  
GKC ev e r  t r u ly  la b o red  o v e r , p o l i s h in g ,  r e ­
w r it in g ,  b lo t t i n g  l i k e  th e  r e s t  o f  u s  m o r ta ls .  
The e s s a y s ,  s t o r i e s  and l i g h t  v e r s e - f o r  w hich  
he i s  b e s t  known came from him i n  an ap p aren t­
l y  e f f o r t l e s s  strea m , w ith  no r e c o n s id e r a t io n s .  
The m u lt i - f a c e t e d  rem aking o f  th e  w orld  on 
w hich  he was engaged a llo w ed  fo r  no lo o k in g 
back; fo r  a l l  h i s  b u lk , good humor and paean s  
t o  th e  c r e a tu r e  C om forts, C h e s te r to n , a man 
w ith  an a c u te  s e n s e  o f  e v i l ,  was i n  a t o r r e n t ­
i a l  hurry t o  a l t e r  th e  co u rse  o f  th e  a g e .
But he w a ited  upon th e  B a l la d , gave i t  
b r e a th in g  sp a ce ,  wanted d e e p ly  t o  make a good  
jo b  o f  i t .  W hether he su cceed ed  i s  c o n tr o v e r ­
s i a l .  Many C h e s te r to n ia n s , th e  l a t e  M arsh a ll 
McLuhan fo r  in s t a n c e ,  have regard ed  i t  w ith  
r e g r e t .  (T o lk ie n  gave up on i t  and f e l t  th a t  
C h ester to n  had no grasp  o f  northm en. S ee  h is  
L e t t e r s . )  T a ste  i s  p r o v e r b ia l ly  d i f f i c u l t  to  
argu e and r i f t s  a s  t o  p o e tr y ,  e s p e c ia l l y  in  
th e s e  d a y s , would appear t o  be n o n -n e g o t ia b le .  
As one who i s  r e p e a te d ly  in t o x ic a t e d  by th e  
B a lla d , I  w i l l  m erely  o f f e r  h ere  a few in d i ­
c a t io n s  o f  what I  f in d  i n  i t .
F i r s t ,  th e  th in g  i s  t r u ly  h e r o ic ;  I  mean 
th a t  C h e s te r to n 's  K ing A lfr e d , d u ly  c o n sc io u s  
o f  m an's l i t t l e n e s s  and f e a r ,  a lw ays r e t a in s  
a b a la n c in g  s e n s e  o f  m an's p o s s i b i l i t y  and 
s p le n d o r . A lfr e d  g ra sp s  th a t  he may be o v er ­
come; h i s  England m ight go down b e fo r e  th e  
D an es. L oss h as been  h i s  s c h o o l:  "R eturning  
a s  a w heel r e t u r n s /  Came r u in  and th e  r a in  
th a t  b u m s /  And a l l  began once m ore." But a l ­
ways th e r e  i s  th e  know ledge, a know ledge more 
c o n c r e te  th an  any mere c a l c u la t io n ,  th a t  he 
m ig h t, a f t e r  a l l ,  be p erm itted  t o  w in .
S econ d , t he v e r s e  i s  sou n d in g  and m outh- 
f i l l i n g .  I t  i s  a poem above a l l  o th e r s  t o  be  
r e c i t e d  a lo u d , p r e fe r a b ly  from memory ( I  have 
s to r e d  up h a l f  o f  i t  and f in d  i t  a rem arkably  
good com panion): "Thick th u nd er o f  th e  s n o r t ­
in g  s w in e , /  Enormous in  th e  g lo a m . . . ."  I t  i s  
q u o ta b le : "The g r e a t  G aels o f  I r e la n d /  Are th e  
men th a t  God made m a d ,/ For a l l  t h e i r  wars a re  
m erry / And a l l  t h e i r  son gs a re  sa d ."
T h ird , i t  i s  c o n s ta n t ly ,  fo rm id a b ly  tr u e :
" I f  we would have th e  h o rse  o f  o l d , /  Scour y e  
th e  h o rse  anew."
And fo u r th , th e  im agery i s  fr e q u e n t ly  b r i l ­
l i a n t ,  a lm o st a lw a y s a r r e s t in g :  "Wine l i k e  
b lo o d  from B u rgu n d y ,/ C loaks l i k e  th e  c lo u d s  
from  T y r e , /  M arble l i k e  s o l i d  m o o n l ig h t , /  Anri 
g o ld  l i k e  fr o z e n  f i r e ."
The poem was  p u b lish e d  about a d ecad e be­
fo r e  GKC en te r e d  th e  Roman ch u rch , y e t  th ro u g h ­
o u t on e  n o t e s  th e  d e s i r e  t o  r e u n i t e  th e  id e a s  
Of-Englan d  and C a th o lic is m . I t  i s  p ro b a b le  
th a t  C h este r to n  aimed a t  e r e c t in g  (o r  r e s t o r ­
in g )  a myth o f  A lfr e d  and th e  B a t t l e  o f  Ethan— 
dune t o  c o u n te r  th e  en d u rin g  myth o f  E l iz a b e th  
I  and th e  Armada -  a m yth, t o  C h e s te r to n , p ro ­
d u c t iv e  o f  a rro g a n ce  and s t e r i l e  s u n d e r in g s .  
A lfr e d  i s  more a lo n e  th an  E l iz a b e th  e v e r  was 
a s  q u een , and h i s  r a g ta g  army b e a r s  no compar­
i s o n  t o  th e  f l e e t  o f  Lord Howard and John Haw­
k in s .  GKC's Dames a r e  more sa v a g e  th a n  any  
R e n a issa n ce  S p a n ia rd . Anri A lfr e d  th e  G reat i s  
C h e s te r to n 's  id e a l  k in g  b eca u se  b o th  E n g lis h  
and C a th o lic :  "I come o f  th e  W essex c l a y /  Anri 
ca r ry  th e  c r o s s  o f  Rome." Throughout th e  poem 
th e  c o n g r u ity  o f  th e  two i d e n t i t i e s  i s  i n s i s t e d  
upon; i n  f a c t ,  i t  i s  sh ared  f a i t h  th a t  w e ld s  
th e  l in g e r in g  Roman, th e  a l ie n a t e d  C e lt  and th e  
b a f f le d  Saxon in t o  one n a t io n a l  fo r c e  a g a in s t  
th e  in v a d e r s .
I t  i s  a d i s t i n c t l y  r e l i g i o u s  poem, b u t th e  
su p e r n a tu r a l i s  n o t s t r o n g ly  em p h asized , sa v e  
f o r  th e  i n i t i a l  ( e x t r a - h i s t o r i c a l )  v i s i o n  o f  
Mary, w ith  h er  s i n g l e  m essage t o  th e  k in g  th a t  
sh e  w i l l  make him no p r o m ise . She b r i e f l y  r e ­
ap p ears o v er  th e  b a t t l e f i e l d  i n  Book 7 ,  b ut 
th e  main th r u s t  o f  th e  p oem 's r e l i g i o n  i s  p sy ­
c h o lo g ic a l ;  a g a in  and a g a in  C h e ste r to n  r e tu r n s  
t o  th e  im p l ic a t io n s  o f  b e l i e f  on a c t io n .  Y et 
i t  i s  no b i g o t ' s  m a n ife s to ;  some o f  th e  m ost 
l y r i c  u t te r a n c e  i s  g iv e n  t o  th e  d e s p a ir in g  pa­
gan: "For t h i s  i s  a heavy m a t te r /  And th e  
t r u t h  i s  c o ld  t o  t e l l . /  Do we n o t know — have  
we n o t heard-, /  The s o u l  i s  l i k e  a l o s t  b i r d , /  
The body a broken  s h e l l ? /  And a man h o p e s ,  
b e in g  ig n o r a n t , /  T i l l  in  w h ite  woods a p a r t /  He 
f i n d s ,  a t  l a s t ,  th e  l o s t  b ir d ,  d e a d , /  And a 
man may y e t  h o ld  up h i s  h e a d / But n e v e r  more 
h i s  h e a r t ."
The poem h as i t s  d e f e c t s ,  even  in  my p a r ­
t i s a n  e y e s .  L in e s  a re  padded t o  r e s c u e  th e  me­
t e r ,  th e r e  i s  o v er u se  o f  c e r t a in  words (n o ta ­
b ly  " g r e a t" ) ,  some o f  th e  im ages a r e  to o  ob­
sc u r e  and a l l u s i v e .  T o lk ie n  i s  r ig h t :  th e  
v ik in g s  in  The W hite H orse do n o t seem much 
l i k e  th e  northm en I  know from th e  s a g a s .  There  
a r e  a few anachron ism s and i n c o n s i s t e n c ie s  o f  
d e s c r ip t io n .  And A l f r e d 's  m onologue i n  th e  
l a s t  book i s  to o  lo n g  and i t s  a im , p r e c i s e l y  
a t  th e  a u th o r 's  own t im e , i s  to o  o b v io u s .
A l l  o f  w hich  a llo w e d , I  i n s i s t  th a t  The 
B a lla d  o f  th e  W hite H orse i s  a rem arkable w ork, 
tr a n sc e n d in g  i t s  d e f e c t s  w ith  v ig o r ,  c o lo r ,  
c h a r a c t e r iz a t io n ,  n a r r a t iv e  ex c item e n t and
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sheer intellectual substance. It is the great poem of Hope in the English language.
It was published separately, but can be found in Chester­
ton's Collected Poems (there are variations in different 
texts and I'm not sure which edition should be regarded as 
definitive). It does not deserve its present obscurity; I 
feel as sucure as a mortal can that it will never vanish completely.
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T h e  H o ly  B ir th o f  
a  v i c t i m  o f  c h i l d  a b u s e
a  g i f t  f o r  M
The ground was g r a n ite  under s p ir a l in g  snow;
Packed and b lack en ed  i c e  th ic k e n e d  th e  road s;
The sun sank down in  s c a ly  C apricorn  
That c ra w ls  o v er  cragged  m ountain r o c k s .
The s ig n  o f  th e  summer moon in  s i l e n c e  r o se  
Her back tu rn ed  upon my s c a r l e t  b ir th  
And under Saturn bound by ir o n  bands,
Racked by th e  rea ch es  o f  a p la n e t  c r o s s ,
I  s tr u g g le d  g a sp in g  in to  an e x i l e  w orld  
Far from my home among th e  summer s t a r s .
I heard no ech o in g  hymn from th e  th ir d  heaven;
My w a il came w a v er in g , broken to  my e a r s  
And on my ch eek s my te a r s  were th rea d s o f  i c e .
But C apricorn  my mother has no t e a r s ,
No e y e s ,  naught but s h a p e le s s  s to n e s  o f  th e  w aste;  
The t r e e  th a t  bore my body in  f la y in g  boughs 
R elaxed  n o t i t s  r ig o r  fo r  ten d er  f l e s h .
Yet from h er  v in e g a r e d  m ilk I  drew th e  s tr e n g th  
Of e v e r la s t in g  h i l l s  to  c lim b  a h i l l ;
The bands o f  Saturn k ep t my s h a t t e r in g  h e a r t  
Firm a g a in s t  th e  day o f  s tr a p  and sc o u r g e .
The day o f  d r iv in g  n a i l s  and s e a r in g  t h i r s t ,
The day o f  s p l i t t i n g  ea r th  and G od-no-m ore.
The b r e a th le s s  b la c k n e ss  o f  a rocky womb 
Dusked to  dawn, r o s e ,  w h ite , and g o ld :
And rainbowed ra y s sh a fte d  through th e  gape -  
in g  j a gged gray - s t o n e ,  th e  grave o f  d ea th .
Mv Lady o f  th e  summer moon and s t a r s
Arose upon my b ir t h  and turned  to  me
Her fa c e  aglow  a s w ith  a thousand suns
And a l l  mv wounds were w e l ls  o f  h e a l in g  l i g h t .
We w alk , dropp in g  l i g h t ,  warming th e  ea r th ;
The way i s  strew n  w ith  e lv e n  gems, and edged  
With bloom s o f  ev ery  h u e, and th o r n le s s  r o se ;
The t r e e  bends down i t s  d a r k -s ta in e d  bough, and buds; 
I t s  sn o w fla k e—flo w e r s  fan on fr a g r a n t winds 
And song stream s through th e  sk y .
F ixed  i s  th e  f u l l ;
C lo se -c r a d le d  ev ery  h e a r t  in  one em brace,
J o in ed  w orld s o f  w orlds in  e n d le s s  r in g s  o f  lo v e .  
F i l l e d  a l l  th e  cosm ic w in try d eens w ith  warm 
B le sse d  by th e  e v e s  o f  C an ricorn , th e  summer s t a r s .
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